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Abstract 

A refoulement is an act of forcing the refugees or asylum seekers to return to a country or territory 

where he or she is likely to face persecution. Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West (2017) covers several themes 

as forced displacement, violence, migration, refugee life, settlement, resettlement, and rehabilitation. 

It is focused on the love story of Nadia and Saeed and being refugees while they try to settle 

themselves in the new location, they have to face problems to start a fresh life. The objective of this 

paper is to refoulement of the refugees while they try to settle down in the new location after 

uprooting from their native homes. The concept of refoulement has been ruminated on in the selected 

text and the existing study is about the refugee’s situation in crisis throughout the refoulement. 
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Introduction 

The term refoulement is borrowed from French, literally, “turning away, rejection.” Refoulement is 

the act of forcing a refugee or asylum seeker to return to a country or territory where he or she is 

likely to face persecution (Merriam-Webster).  Since 1980 United States law has defined refugees as 

people with a “well-founded fear of persecution”. In their home country, they are entitled to a 

sanctuary or political asylum. To send them home would risk committing the diplomatic sin of 

refoulement-forcibly subjecting them to peril (“The New York Times”). However, OCHA Services 

writes that Denish Government sends letters to Syrian child refugees under the age of 15 years to 

vacant the place somewhere else:  

A 12-year-old girl born in Syria who has spent the past eight years of her life living and 

studying in Denmark received a letter addressed to her personally from the Danish 

Immigration Service saying, “If you do not leave voluntarily, you can be forcibly sent to 

Syria.” (Qtd. “Denmark”) 

In this way, refoulement is forcing the refugees to vacate their new homes to either return home or 

leave somewhere else.  

 

Refoulement in Fiction 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) illustrates the refoulement scenario of an imaginary island 

at Sunderban delta. Even Morichjhapphi is full of dangerous areas with tigers and crocodiles, the 

refugees take shelter there. After confirming their real identity that they are refugees, the natives, 

administration, and government machinery force them to vacate that place. There happened genocide 

and maximum refugee men are murdered and women and children are kidnapped. Lala Kanshi Ram 

in Chaman Nahal’s Azadi (1975) reached Kingsway refugee camp in Delhi. Lala Kanshi Ram has 

inquired about his entry into Delhi even though the officer is already aware of the refugee people. 

The officer wants Lala not to come to Delhi. Harit Mandol also faces similar problems in Sunil 

Gangopadhyay’s Purbo Paschimo (East-West) 1988. Harit Mandol is among the East Bengali 

refugees after the partition of India in 1947. He is forced to leave his new homeland after his 

immigration to West Bengal. Consequently, the asylum seekers are not safe in the new location. 

Here, they are also forced to migrate or vacate the new destination.  

The present paper has focused on the concept of ‘Refoulement’ in Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West and it 

describes that the author is a Pakistani novelist, writer, and massive consultant along with one of the 

most gifted and audacious authors of his contemporary world. In Exit West, Hamid explains the 
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different ways of natural resources, border conditions and geographical history. It is an admirable and 

gracious novel. Traditionally, Hamid’s genre of writing is very magnificently along with highly 

idealistic, despite obvious political connotations. It is not an explicit political story but there are 

some indirect moments to relate the politics. Hamid seeks to provide universal truth, lively, and 

optimistic aspects on the issues of the refugee crisis and how the global world is reaching this 

concept. Moreover, it is also a romance fiction but it is isolated from a traditionalist love story 

between Nadia and Saeed. In succinctly, the novel depicts the entire experience of migrants as two 

main protagonists, Nadir and Saeed. 

Saeed and Nadia's migration proliferates when they are squeesed to adieu to their unidentified 

region. Primarily, their commencing valediction in the way is regarding seeking security. Therefore, 

they are conflicted to find the associated hopeful land for safety. However, Mohsin Hamid 

humanizes the creativity of migrants’ journeys through Saeed and Nadia. In this context, migrant 

perspectives have been elaborated as a method of expressing these necessities. Generally, their native 

country causes separability in war. Hence, they mollify  each other in the craving situation and quest 

the comfortable zone. But, their identities disfavour each other when unfettered from the nation-state 

and all respective national identities. Hamid is interested in how migrants’ journeys cause the change 

from alienation in the Refoulement. His main focus is that migration doesn't only exist as a condition 

of departure exists in the world. But the novel depicts what migration is and how it depends on 

present fundamental global issues. We often ruminate that the realm for human beings lives within a 

nation-state, traditionally, Exit West exposes that migration is the ordinary way of life for refugees 

where the identities of migrants are disputed or diffluent from contemporary society. Hamid points 

out this outright in his character Saeed and Nadia as they migrate and leave their own country to find 

solace in Mykonos, London and San Francisco because of the crisis of war. This destination affects 

Nadia's alliance of kinships to each other and with the relation of home. 

Mohsin Hamid illustrates Nadia and Saeed are struggling in a different country but the natives 

are in hope that refugees may somehow vacate the occupied land. Consequently, they left the loop of 

borders that may become the exit gate for the refugees. In Exit West “a great draw for migrants this 

winter, and that the doors out, (…) were heavily guarded, but the doors in, the doors from poorer 

places, were mostly left unsecured, perhaps in the hope that people would go back to where they came 

from…” (Hamid 101). The natives are hoping that the immigrants may leave for their homeland 

someday. “Nadia and Saeed heard a rumour that a new door had been found, a door to Germany, and 

so they ran too…” (Hamid 107). 

Lack of resources for the new settlers is also one of the causes to leave for somewhere else. 

“…or until hunger forced them back through one of the doors that led to undesirable places, the doors 

that were left unguarded, (…) especially those who had exhausted their resources, venturing through 

them to the same place from which they had come…” (Hamid 110-111). Moreover, the refugees 

occupied properties and other resources. The livelihood and economic loss phobia of natives forced 

them and they are not in a position to bear the newcomers anymore. Mohsin explains that refugees 

like Saeed and Nadia occupied a house with the other refugees. “The housekeeper screamed as she 

unlocked the door, and the police arrived quickly after, two men in old-fashioned black hats, but they 

only looked in from outside, and did not enter” (124). The natives call the police to vacant their 

houses:  

When the police called over their megaphones for everyone to exit the house, most agreed 

among themselves that they would not do so, and so while a few left, the vast majority stayed, 

Nadia and Saeed among them. (Hamid 124-5) 

In this way, several of them were struggling to stay there. Besides such issues starvation is also a huge 

problem and in lack of food, the refugees are compelled to leave somewhere else. Nadia and Saeed 

find that food items in the house have been consumed and nothing is remaining to eat. Moreover, they 

do not have enough money to get food: 

Some residents had money to buy more, but most had to spend their time foraging which 

involved going to the depots and stalls where various groups were giving out rations or 
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serving free soup and bread. The daily supplies at each of these were exhausted… (Hamid 

130) 

There is a reference to Germany, a country that opened its borders to refugees which contradicts the 

policies of the other member countries of the European Union. There are very limited references to 

Europe's cosmopolitan places, except London. As people try to find ways out of the camp in Greece, 

Hamid writes that Nadia and Saeed hear about “a door to Germany” that many dwellers of the camp 

choose to go through. Yet, Saeed holds Nadia back and they decide that it is not a good idea to leave 

this place. They decide to stay here on Mykonos. They both like Mykonos and think that it is “indeed 

a beautiful place,” but lack of employment and money poses a threat to their survival on the island. 

When the couple accidentally switches to London, they enter a house in London; they see a city that 

is completely different from their understanding of a city; a city that is almost unreal to them. In 

addition, the house they stay at in London sounds like a minimal form of Europe, as it has residents 

“hailing from as far west as Guatemala and as far east as Indonesia” (…) When the housekeeper 

comes to clean the house and sees the “squatters,” she screams, and the police and then soldiers 

arrive. When refugees refuse to leave the house, the police come again, limiting their stay at a 

deadline. But then, to their astonishment:  

something they could have never expected to happen: other people gathered on the street, 

other dark and medium and even light-skinned people, bedraggled, like the people of the 

campus on Mykonos, and these people formed a crowd. They banged cooking pots with 

spoons and chanted in various languages and soon the police decided to withdraw. (Hamid 

125) 

The support Nadia and Saeed receive from other people is flabbergasted and it is symbolic of 

solidarity among refugees. This support can be seen as a reaction against certain groups that want 

refugees to be banished. A condition of unrest generates in London by the xenophobic attitudes of 

certain groups as soon as refugees enter the city which is unreal to them. Hamid vividly pictures how 

the presence of refugees in the public sphere in cosmopolitan London causes xenophobic riots and 

how reactions proceed. 

People in swarms crowded London city which seems very terrifying. It is narrated in the media that 

in “London houses and parks and disused lots were being populated..., some said by a million 

migrants, some said by twice that,” (Hamid 126) and this pushed native-born and legal-born 

residents into the category of the minority. To the astonishment, these areas in London are referred to 

in the local newspapers’ as the worst of the black holes in the fabric of the nation.’ Hamid portrays 

the media as increasingly used as a propaganda apparatus to smear the refugees and antagonize them 

and how the refugees are treated as enemies and not as immigrants. It is not astonishing to consider 

Hamid's London as a battlefield in that the ‘measures’ authorities want to take in the wake of 

problems emanating from the arrival and stay of refugees sound like measures taken against an 

occupying force, namely, an enemy. 

Every detail of this operation provided by the media houses sounds like the items on the agenda of a 

far-right organisation. As if this is not enough, and to get and increase popular support, Hamid 

narrates, “Nativist extremist (...) their own [own] legions (...) and the social media chatter was of a 

coming night of a shattered glass” (Hamid 132). 

This is a long visit of decisive state and public forces and groups who determinedly seek to make 

refugees exit London or Britain. The list also includes prime examples of using popular sovereignty 

in ways that endanger the lives of refugees, but secure the positions of politicians as they spark the 

controversy concerning the refugees by emboldening extremist and nationalist groups. 

To reinforce the British National Identity, the administration starts eliminating refugees and migrants 

from the social space through the use of violent attempts. Hamid is trying to illustrate the fracturing 

of London by using the journey and experiences of Nadia and Saeed in the unreal city, of London. 

The exclusion of refugees or “the unwanted” in London surrounded by invisible borders happens 

only through violent attacks and these attacks to a great extent hampered the freedom of refugees. On 



 

 

Dogo Rangsang Research Journal                                                        UGC Care Group I Journal 

ISSN : 2347-7180                                                                       Vol-13, Issue-1, No. 2, January 2023 

Page | 105                                                                                            Copyright @ 2023 Authors 

the other hand, refugees faced mob attacks from refugees and in such an attack Nadia and Saeed are 

injured:  

One day Saeed and Nadia were returning home with no food (…) they realized that their 

street was under attack… The mob looked to Nadia like a strange and violent tribe, intent on 

their destruction, some armed with iron bars or knives, and she and Saeed turned and ran, but 

could not escape. (Hamid 131) 

In this way, there started an operation of refugee free state and after the above attack there started 

discussion all over the country on television “to reclaim Britain for Britain, and it was reported that 

the army was being deployed, and the police as well and volunteers who had received a week-long 

course of training (…) Saeed and Nadia had to make a decision: whether to stay or to go” (Hamid 

132). Similarly, there are numerous instances of ideological violence in Hamid’s novel. In addition 

to “drones and helicopters and surveillance balloons” used by the state as means for public security, 

which are already extremely frightening and threatening, fights with “nativist provocateurs” break 

out” that appeal to the refugees (Hamid 142). The city Hamid writes about, London is a biased, 

unwelcoming, and nativist space rather than a tolerant and open society.  

People like Nadia and Saeed do not deserve to exist in the mind of a system of national superiority, 

especially in their uber-nations, simply because they have inferior lives that should be lived 

somewhere else. Hatred against foreigners presents itself in the form of nationalism in Exit West in 

that “nationalism emerges out of racism” (Balibar 1991). The nativist ideologies of Britain gained 

more room with the suspension of the law. Hamid narrates that “wholesale slaughter” and 

“massacre” are a sort of means used by natives as a way of clearing the migrants from the country. 

Although real events are a source of inspiration for Mohsin Hamid, hyperbolic literary language 

works in the novel as a warning that this danger might not be too far, if racist nationalism becomes 

an ingrained problem in European societies. Nadia and Saeed find other doors to go to safer places, 

but a reactionary nationalism afflicts the very spirit of the European Union today under the guise of 

national sovereignty and public safety. The EU needs to develop policies and guiding principles to 

safeguard its motto “United in diversity” and allow a collective community and impede the progress 

of any racist and nationalist ideology that views migration as a synonym for terrorism and refugees 

as agents of a religious, political, or cultural scheme to seize European jobs, wealth, and even 

European territory. Hamid pays more attention towards the dangers of drawing invisible borders in 

societies. 

Exit West is very factual and unique. But it is an amalgamation of the magical door basis 

factors that further differs Exit West from other migrate novels. In the entire novel, Saeed and Nadia 

through the magical doors that immediately travel from one place to another new place. They emerge 

through magical doors to abstain from the crisis of the war country and they find first themselves in 

Mykonos. After that, they travel to London and San Francisco, where they have been informed that 

the destination indoors can't be pre-determined from conservation. In this context Hamid rightly 

writes:  

The effect doors had on people altered as well. Rumours had begun to circulate of doors that 

could take you elsewhere, open to places far away, well removed from this death trap of a 

country. Some people claimed to know people who knew people who had been through such 

doors. A normal door, they said, could become a special door, and it could happen without 

warning, to any door at all (Hamid 69-70).  

Saeed and Nadia take risks each moment they enter through a door, as they could be 

transported to another war City so they are forced to return. In the article, “Black Holes in the Fabric 

of the Nation: Refugees in Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West” Michael Perfect annotation that, “The repeated 

emphasis on the darkness of the doors might be read as an admission on Hamid's behalf that such 

suffering is ultimately unpresentable in narrative fiction and, perhaps, unimaginable” (Hamid 196). 

Moreover, the doors are vastly sophisticated for migrant journeys. Therefore the surety of coming back 

is not possible because the destinations are undefined that in the aisle, “ The agent replied that the 

doors were everywhere but finding one the militants had not yet found, a door note yet guarded, that 
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was the trick and might take a while” (Hamid 85). Traditionally, Michael Perfect points out that the 

magical doors demonstrate the migrant’s struggle and anguish experience when their return is not 

guaranteed. Through this context, Saeed renounces his family without any information that he will 

ever meet them in the future. Additionally, Hamid’s magical doors explore an augmentation in global 

movement beyond the conflict of migration. Hamid rightly states:  

An accountant in Kentish Town who had been on the verge of taking his own life woke one 

morning to discover the blackness of a door where the bright entrance to his small but well-lit 

second bedroom had been (…) he thought he might step through the door, just once, to see 

what was on the other side, and so he did. (Hamid 126-128) 

This statement pertains that with the notion of migration is a position of inherency because the 

people are not only forced to migrate but also reject their reliability. Continuously in the novel, the 

doors represent a way of passing the time such as the migrant cannot return through a door like that 

the migrant cannot return to a past juncture.  

In London, Saeed and Nadia arrive in a struggle with native inhabitants who disgust refugees and 

immigrants. They encounter the most atrocious and disowned influence on their basic rights such as 

existing health materials, eatable things and seize on their property. They conflict to survive in 

London. Hamid divulges refugees as a nationalist group for the people of London because the 

nativists of London don’t like their existence: 

All over London, houses and parks and disused lots were being populated in this way, some 

said by a million migrants, some said by twice as that. It seemed the more empty a space in 

the city the more it attracted squatters, with unoccupied mansions in the borough of 

Kensington and Chelsea particularly hard-hit, their absentee owners often discovering the bad 

news too late to intervene, and similarly the great expenses of Hyde Park and Kensington 

Gardens, filling up with tents and rough shelters, such that it was now said that between 

Westminster and Hammersmith, legal residents were a minority, and native-born ones 

vanishingly few, with local newspapers referring to the area as the worst of the black holes in 

the fabric of the nation. (Hamid 126) 

Through this reference, Hamid shows the existence of the life and condition of refugees in London. 

Moreover, the flux of migrants sustains in London city appears to be the cause of refugees' trouble 

because of the risk of crisis. After that, he represents London as a xenophobic group because it is an 

idealistic and strong Western capital. The natives of London are in doubt of the comparable lesion as 

other western countries if refugees and immigrants occupy their country. Therefore, they firmly seek 

to make refugees exit to London. 

In the other scene of London, the Government of British excises the electricity of the local 

vicinage around Saeed and Nadia. There was no light at night where they were living. After that, 

they discard the quest for free foodstuffs and consonants distributed by the residents, where they are 

faced by a group of police and native soldiers who dislike their presence in the city; “The mob 

looked to Nadia like a strange and violent tribe, intent on their destruction, some armed with iron bars 

or knives, and she and Saeed turned and ran, but could not escape” (Hamid, 131). Then, the 

aggressive attitudes of certain groups want to convey that refugees should be banned and they abused 

them. The attack creates a conflict between refugees and native groups where the refugees like Saeed 

and Nadia have been victimised by an accident. This moment forced the refugees or immigrants to 

return. 

Hamid described the condition of London when Brexit was an exit in Britain. More 

importantly, he tries to understand that most Britishers don’t like refugees and the presence of 

immigrants. They demanded that the government discard the refugees and immigrants from their 

country. This resulted in a struggle between refugees and nativist groups. On the other hand, Hamid 

also illustrates that Saeed and Nadia were good refugees; they do not take revenge against British 

nativist groups. But the native people do not understand their emotions and Saeed and Nadia have to 

be forced to return from British land.  

 



 

 

Dogo Rangsang Research Journal                                                        UGC Care Group I Journal 

ISSN : 2347-7180                                                                       Vol-13, Issue-1, No. 2, January 2023 

Page | 107                                                                                            Copyright @ 2023 Authors 

Conclusion 

Thus, keeping in mind the above things the notion of Refoulement is a very wide case among 

immigrants. The natives feel property, employment, and livelihood resources phobia. Immigration is 

becoming a problem for natives consequently they want the refugees to either return to their native 

home or left for somewhere else because they have occupied the resources in the land. The 

conception of refugees wants to take safety through the time of crisis. But in the way, Saeed and 

Nadia had a conflict between the war and global issues where they did not receive any protection. 

Beyond the struggle, they travel through the magical doors to find solace and home. Consequently, 

there is no idea about their nationality because their identities are unknown. Hamid is interested in the 

prohibition of refoulement. The study explains that migration and immigration is a big issue that needs 

to be solved. All in all, Hamid presents the real scene of global issues in both modes like advantages 

or disadvantages through Exit West.  

The significance of the study, violence and atrocity is not solution refoulement. A peaceful 

environment may help on the humanitarian ground to come out of this problem. For future concerns, 

problems in rehabilitating uprooted can be a part of the discussion through literary perspective.   
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